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INTERVIEW WITH P.C. HODGELL
P.C. Hodgen, author of God Stalk and Dark of
the Moon, was one of the many authors who attended Mythcon XIX in Berkeley last summer. She
was good enough to meet with the Mythic Circle
writers' roundtable and share some of her experiences with us. The following is transcribed from a lowquality tape; when it was possible to recognize a
speaker's voice I have identified them - others are
noted as "ct." Hope you enjoy it.
LMM: How did you first break into the market?
PC: Basically, I made my first sales through the
Clarion Writers' Workshop which I got into immediately after college. I had known all my life that I
wanted to be a writer but I had been very much a
'closeted' person about this. I hadn't told anybody
that I wanted to do it, and had not written much, as
a matter of fact. But when I got into college, there
was a science fiction weekend. Damien Knight and
Kate Wilhelm were there. I asked them, "What
would you suggest for somebody that wants to write
fantasy or science fiction?" And they, who had just
come back from Clarion, said, "Go to Clarion." I'd
never heard of Clarion before but I thought, "Well,
they must know."
When I got done with college, I took ott a year
and wrote - did nothing else; this was between college and graduate school. At the end of that year I
went to Clarion and found myself in this wonderful
situation, surrounded by fantasy and science fiction
writers; first time in my~ that had been the case.
I'd never been able to talk to anyone like that for an
extended period of time. Another great thing about it
was that some of these teachers who were professional writers were also professional editors, so
when it came time to make my sales. I sold my first
story to Kate for the Clarion anthology. I can't
remember the second one I sold (laughs) - I think it
was a Clarion connection. So the workshop was
tremendously good at getting me on the track very
quickly. Simply the fact that I was being told by
people like Kate and Harlan Ellison that I could
write, after being afraid even to admit this ambition
to anyone. was a revelation I can hardly express to
this day.
But anyway, I sold my first stories through
Clarion. I had been writing the novel but I'd also
been trying to sell this piece which I'd originally
produced for Clarion and had been rewriting periodically for five years, submitting it anyplace I could
think of. The last place I submitted to was Berkley,
which was publishing the Be[kley Showcase anthology series. I thought, "if I don't get it this time, I'm
going to shelve it; it must be no good." Second day I

was home for summer vacation I got a phone call. It
was the editor, who says, "I've read your story, I
loved it, is $500 enough?"
And, trying to be as cool as I could, I said, "Yeah,
sure!"
He then asked me if I had written anything longer.
As a matter of fact I had written the first draft of .GQd
~and I had managed to get myself an agent,
primarily because I had run into someone who was
just starting and needed people in her stable, so I'd
sent her a copy of the story. I told him that she had
it, and he said, "Oh, I'm having lunch with her." I
1b.ink he was already having lunch with her; I don't
think it had anything to do with her having my
manuscript.
LMM: Nice serendipity!
PCH: Y.filY.. nice! That was the second time in this
conversation I was sort of picking myself up off the
floor without trying to make it obvious over the
telephone. So he had it for months and kept telling
me, yes, he wanted it, yes, he wanted it. I began to
think after a while that there must have been something wrong. Turned out that he was in a power
struggle at Berkley and was on his way out. He
went out and he took the manuscript with him.
Next thing I knew I was getting letters from Jean
Karl at Athenaeum, to whom I had NOT submitted,
whose name I only knew by reputation, and she
was negotiating for the novel. Third time I was picking myself up off the floor! Basically, it sold and
things have just gone on from there. I'm not prolific.
I only have two novels and the third one in progress
and something like five short stories. but it's a
stream of luck and everything's sold.
But it was just getting going and I got the start,
again, through Clarion. Without that I don't know
how long it would have taken, or at this point, if I'd
be where I am at all. Probably not.
You just have to be tremendously persistent; I
can say all sorts of things about that. Keep submitting, keep re-submitting. People change. Editors
move from house to house; if you find an editor who
likes your stuff and is giving you personalized rejections (everybody laughs) - well, they're better than
the form things, especially some of the form letters,
which are insulting in any way you can think of then keep track of where that person goes and if
they can't buy you for one house perhaps they'll be
able to do it for the next one. It's musical editors.
You've got a favorite editor, write 'em - it really
works. Such are my words of wisdom.
LMM: In terms of the workshop experience, clearly it was significant for you to make those initial con-
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tacts - in terms of selling - and maybe to get you out
of the closet as a writer, but what would your assessment of the experience be, as to how it
changed or developed your writing; how influential
was that?
PC: Clarion was my first workshop, and I hadn't
written a lot at that point, so it was more like being
made aware of my mistakes and other people's mistakes; but I was still just working with my primary
material. I was changed rmch more by the continuing workshop I got involved in after that, which was
in Minneapolis. I was almost unmade by Milford. I
should talk about that at some point: what to do
when a workshop gets nasty.
LMM: I think that's very il'll)Ortant - maybe you
want to talk about it right now. We've established, if
in a very light-weight and general way, that
workshops can be very important and very positive ...
PC: And they can be extraodrinarily negative and
destructive, too, if you get into a workshop with the
wrong people: there are some very dangerous
people floating around out there who end up in
these things.
CISL: Perhaps wind up running them for self-aggrandizement reasons, if nothing else, because I've
heard some pretty awful stories, too, from friends.
PC: It's hard to know exactly what to say. Milford
was unfortunate because we had one or two REAL
class-A jerks, and I will not name names on tape
(laughter) ...
CISL: Maybe later--!
PC: I was the goat of the workshop, for some
reason. I had just sold God Stalk. It was the only
thing I had to bring, which was unfortunate because
they were dealing mostly with short fiction and here
I came, wham, with a full novel manuscript; it was
the only thing I could bring. Nobody read it until the
last day, practically, and they tore me to pieces,
especially the one or two who were "into" that sort
of criticism. You could see them going around the
circle, each one thinking of something worse to say
about it 'til we got to the absolute hatchet man. I
could just SEE him sitting there, thinking, "All right,
how can I top what the last person said?" His comment was: "I'm going to give you probably the only
constructive advice you'll get from this whole
workshop - publish it under a pseudonym so you
won't ruin your reputation.· I take a certain degree
of pleasure in the fact that HE is now publishing
under a pseudonym! (laughter)
LMM: There is no vindictiveness in this woman--!
PC-: I will say no more about that! But that's a
problem. In the situation I got into, people were
simply allowed to talk as long as they wanted to and
no one else was supposed to speak, so you got into
these situations where the person who was speaking would tear you into confetti.
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CISL: Gwyneth, you talked in Mythic Circle about
critical etiquette while you've been teaching creative
writing in that class, and what constitutes good or
appropriate critical etiquette. Do you want to say a
couple of words about that?
G.HOOD: Well, it's really very hard to find. You
want to keep balance between having critics so sensitive they won't say anything that could possibly
hurt anyone's feelings and being so violent they do
not care. On the extreme, people who deliberately
make satirical attacks on a submitted manuscript
just for the sake of showing how clever they are, are
NOT to be tolerated. That's wrong. That is destructive and it's no use, really, to the writer. Critical etiquette involves looking at a piece and trying to
figure how what the writer is trying to do and trying
to say things which might help the writer to accomplish it. If you can point out real flaws that the
writer might be able to correct, that's constructive,
too, that can be helpful to the writer, but I really
think that when you see people just sort of sharpen
their critical claws on a piece of work to show that
they are wits -- maybe they're not such bad people
that the workshop members should be screened,
but tum the conversation other directions ...
PC: You need somebody in control, certainly, not
just letting these things run their course.
CISL: Yeah, good point.
LMM: And it think it's very important, in that situation and maybe when you go out, seeking an in-person workshop, that you really listen to your
response to the leader. You may get vibes. If the
two of you have a natural antipathy you may end up
being the goat, for reasons that have nothing to do
with your skill or your ability. Be responsive to that,
because one workshop may work very well for one
writer while the same workshop may not be good for
another writer. Really look at the leader because a
good leader will step in and redirect it, in a way, because there ARE people who get off on that. Like,
"I've got a meaner tongue than you do, so there!"
PC: Especially because you frequently run into
people with very sensitive egos in these workshop
situations and, if they are that sensitive, they get
their egoboo from tearing down somebody else.
You can SEE it happening, but knowing intellectually what's going on is not necessarily going to help
you cope with the emotional fallout. It's like being
mugged.
CISL: It IS being mugged. It's being mugged in
an important place.
ct.: But a good leader will not let people get away
with sloppy generalities.
G.HOOD: Yes, always try to point to something
specific, pin your reaction to something in a specific
part of the story. Sometimes you can't...
S.BEACH: You've made the point - one has to

learn to accept the criticism, too.
PC: It's a fine line, knowing what to accept and
what to reject, especially if you're anything like me,
and a lot of writers are. I think we're very sensitive,
potentially insecure people.
LMM: How did you deal with it, personally?
PC: I burst out crying, and that's incredibly embarrassing. (lots of commiserating sounds}
LMM: Because, for somebody whose whole purpose is to see if you'll break, it's like, ·oh! I won! I
got to her!"
PC: Well, he scored all right.
CISL: Was there a moderator?
PC: There was someone who was supposed to
be in charge but he just sat there and never stepped
in; not only with me but with anybody else. either. It
was negative leadership. He's a very laid back person; I guess that's just what he thought his role
was ...
LMM: At that point, with the initial response being
a very emotional and very understandable
response, most people that are creative - as writers,
as artists, as musicians - are very sensitive; I mean,
that's a part of what makes you be creative, you absorb things and you chum them around and you put
them back out...
PC: It's like being without an extra outer layer of
skin. Especially where your own work is involved:
everything is like sandpaper and you aren't
protected in the same way you are from many other
things.
ct.: How do you see a writers' group differing,
good or bad, from a writers' workshop? Granted,
somebody gets paid in a workshop, which always indicates to me more of a teaching mode: I'm here to
learn something from a professional; they should
share their skills with me. What you're saying is that
often they don't, they do it merely as an exercise to
sharpen their wits - but a writers' circle, is that what
Mythic Circle is?
CISL: Exactly. It's a writers' forum: people submit
and respond in LOCs. We publish a range of
stories. A lot of them are really excellent. Some of
them are flawed but we feel there's something in the
story that's entertaining, that's good, that has possibilities, and the flaws are things that, if people
writer letters in and respond, the author is going to
learn from the feedback and would be able to correct. They're at a point in their development where
they just need other people's eyes reading the
material and saying, "Gosh, I really like your main
character but he wasn't quite clear enough for me;
"Oh, that's what I need to do, I need to focus more;
etcetera. So we have a very long letters of comment
section.
PC: Getting that reaction is trernendousfy impor-

tant.

ct.: Have you used writers' groups at any point in
your career, those of you who have published creatively?
PC:Yes.
LMM: Are you currently involved in a writing
group or workshop?
PC: I had to move away from my old one and
there isn't any where I am now. I still feel that loss.
L.WOELTJEN: I'm involved in a writers' group
that's very small, very serious, in Orange County;
we have one writer who's published 27 books of fantasy and science fiction so we're on a professional
level. The way we got started was through a class
that Adult Education offered and we found the few
people that spoke fantasy, spoke science fiction and there are very few in those classes - and we
said, "Okay, let's keep this going." Get a few people
that you trust, that you feel are on the same
wavelength and of similar seriousness about writing ...
CISL: A good thing to keep in mind about writers'
groups, I've seen this in two or three different instances where a group works really well and the people
start to work together for a long time: their styles
start to look the same and they're all making the
same mistake; they really like each others' work so
they start to resemble each other stylistically and
they don't see the flaws. So if you can get new
blood coming in, even somebody who writes in a totally opposite genre - get a horror person or if
they're into fantasy get a science fiction person.
There's going to be some vigorous interchange but
you're getting real feedback.
LMM: I'm wondering how you dealt with this negative experience and how you came away from that
and resolved it, said, "Wait a minute, these guys
don't know," - that process. That can be really important, too: if you get devastated to have some sort of
a model of 'working through lt.'
PC: Well, obviously I did. After that workshop I
thought it (God Stalk) must be terrible; if I hadn't already SOLD the thing ... (laughter}
CISL: Maybe that's what made him so mad,
knowing that you'd got a sale.
PC: These were all professional writers; I don't
think anybody had sold to Athenaeum, per se, but...
ct.: Did they know you'd sold it already?
PC: Yes. Looking back, it's a bit hard to understand. But they were also heavily into science fiction, as opposed to fantasy, which I think had a lot
to do with it. This workshop wasn't focused on the
sorts of things that I was trying to do and wasn't
necessarily responding appropriately; I say this after
a distance of something like ten years. For about
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two months afterward I couldn't even look at my
novel. If I had not sold it and did not at that point
have a commitment to rewrite, I don't know what
would have happened. But it took me a long time to
get back any sense of self-confidence about it, or
about myself as a writer. To some extent I don't
think I ever entirely did recover.
CISL:Yuck.
PC: I'm not sure how inspiring that is-I
ct.: Maybe there should be a support group for
victims of bad workshops (laughter}.
PC: It can be extremely good or extremely bad.
Clarion, for me, was the most wonderful thing up to
now that has ever happened to me, really. I'd been
afraid to write, I'd been afraid to talk to people, to
say I had this interest. I'd always been a lonely kid
without anyone who shared this interest. God, it was
a ready-made family. It was wonderful. For the first
time in my life I realized what it would be like to
have extended kin and to have people to talk to. So
it can be an incredible experience, if it works properly. That's certainly worth trying for.
ct.: I have a question, I haven't been in one of
these workshops, but if somebody's really tearing
somebody up like that, why does it have to be the
leader who interrupts? Why can't one of the other
aspirants come in and say, "Wait a minute, this isn't
right, stop."
LMM: Social acceptance of authority, group
dynamics ...
PC: It takes a certain amount of nerve, in yourself. It's so much easier to have a goat. If the situation will permit it and especially if you're not friends,
if you've come together exclusively for this purpose,
as I did at Milford, with these other writers I'd never
met before, it was a lot easier to dump on somebody. There wasn't a strong leader who had that
sense of, "Let's defend each other from unwarranted attack or criticism." But that was a special circumstance; if you know the other people and you
care for each other, I would think there would be
much more responsibility.
ct.: I would think that somebody would have the
feeling that, "I was once in that position as a young
writer .. ."
PC: It's the ground rules. It depends on how it's
set up, and in this case it was set up perfectly for
that sort of attack. I'm still furious.
LMM: I think that unfortunately you sometimes
get into situations where you have the pattern of the
"old stallion" trying to defend his territory, his property, from the "new stallions" coming in and it's nice to
think that writers are mutually supportive of each
other, but there are people out there who think,
"Wait a minute!" If she makes a sale that's one less
sale for me."
ct.: That's nonsense!
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PC: Of course it's nonsense. But it happens,
especially if it's mare versus stallion.
LMM: "How dam you?r
T.CALLAHAN: Would you think that requiring
people to criticize specifics would short circuit a lot
of that? Ground rules that you have to criticize a
specific point and you have to be responsible for
defending your criticism?
CISL: Also to make sure that you're criticizing the
work that you just read or heard, that you're not
criticizing the person. You may think that writer's a
scumbag, but if he's written a good piece of work
then don't go looking for things ...
T.CALLAHAN: If you had to nail it down to
specifics, say, "I don't like the thus and such," then
it would kind of short circuit that. I'm sure some will
still be creative enough to find a way to be nasty but
it would tend to make it harder, at least.
CISL: There's nit-picking but then there are
genuine reactions like, "Gosh, that really made me
sad," or "That's the funniest story I've ever heard." ff
you have a negative reaction you have to define it:
why didn't this work for me? You're not saying that,
"I'm God and you're the little toad down there and
this is the word," you're just saying as a reader, I
didn't react to this. My modus operandi, when I write
back to people who write to Mythic Circle is: r write
to them as a person who reads an awful lot of stuff.
I say, "When r read your story I really liked this and
this, but in this scene here I got lost, I couldn't tell
what was happening - maybe if you did this or if you
did that..." I'm sure it's the same with you, Lynn.
LMM: No, actually, I put things in a pile and say,
"Eeeny, meeeny, miney, moe," and I'm nice to
these guys and these are my scapegoats, and
these ...
CISL: That's how I grade papers!
LMM: I'm sorry, I was being a wise-ass and I interrupted somebody over here G.HOOD: I was going to say something but then I
don't know how well it applies. The kind of
workshop I'm most familiar with has been the
academic workshop, mostly with students, most of
whom will not be professionals although a few of
them are very talented and might be, and they have
not tended to get into this kind of negative thing
you're talking about. My only experience with that
was, in fact, in a professional workshop in a conference recently and I've never seen anything like it
before and I was shocked. Through my experience,
people who are not professionals do not tend to do
this to each other, to anything like the same extent.
One person will tum around and defend another
and the leader only gets involved as the last resort
in case there does seem to be a pattern developing,
but it doesn't really happen very often, in my experience.

PC: That could be; maybe it really is a
phenomenon of the professionals getting together.
LMM: Although my first workshop experience
was at Los Angeles City College, maybe fifteen
years ago, and I think only the teacher had made
sales, and yet there were certain people who had
been in the workshop for a couple of semesters and
were sort of his designated sharks - he'd send them
out on people. So it can happen. I think a great deal
of it has to do with the tone the leadership sets and
in your case, where you're leading a workshop,
that's not the tone you're going for.
G.HOOD: This is true. I would try to discourage
that kind of thing if I saw it. All teachers have different styles and some might actually encourage
that kind of thing.
LMM: I think this particular teacher had an attitude, sort of a belligerent attitude, of "You're going
to go out there into the world? You're going to get
rejections, you better get used to it now." But really
with an edge. It's true, you're going to get rejections,
but you didn't have to be cruel about it.
G.HOOD: There's also the problem that you don't
want to frighten the critics out of saying things.
Sometimes students will very sincerely hate a piece
and it's important for the writer to get some sense of
that reaction so you can't prevent - you shouldn't
prevent - anyone from saying, "I hate the piece," but
you should try to make them define it. What do you
hate about it, what exactly makes you hate the character, why do you feel complete contempt for the
work? Is it the language, is it the event, is it the way
it's set? So the writer is going to have to handle
some very genuine negative reactions, but they
ought to be tied to something specific; personal attacks and vague attacks, just saying, "I hate it and
I'm not going to define it," should not be allowed. Or
they shouldn't be encouraged. It helps both the critic
and the writer to try to define it.
ct.: Painful though the negative feedback is, you
do need some. I've seen workshops where the
people did all know each other that went to the
other extreme and you don't make any progress
that way; you're all so concerned with no hurting
each others' feelings, with the fact that you'll be
seeing this person once or twice a week...
PC: That's a hard line to walk.
LMM: Other people with workshop experiences
or questions?
ct.: How do you go about finding these
workshops?
CISL: Clarion is advertised in Locus and other
magazines.
PC: You have to sign up a long time in advance
and it's expensive. but it's a hell of a short cut, if you
get teachers who like you and if you make contacts
there - I'm still in touch with a number of people in

my year who are professional writers now and someday may be buying stories. It's an investment.
CISL: They have different groups of writers, too,
conducting it. You might not like the works of some
of the people leading one year so you might want to
wait a year. There's another real good one: Jane
Yolen does one called Centrum in Seattle; she just
finished it (end of July) and quite a few Centrum
people graduate into making sales.
PC: Also Writers' Magazine often lists some -- not
these ones necessarily, but if Orson Scott Card is
off at XYZ University they will list it. These are usually like weekend conferences, but they might be
worth looking into.
T.KELLER: And there are two Clarions, too.
There's Clarion West; that's also in Seattle. In terms
of travel it's cheaper and is recently not that heavily
attended so it's easier to get in. Get in touch with
Seattle Community College; that's what it's run
through, and they'll send you all the information. I
don't think their track record is as good as Clarion
East because they haven't been going as long but a
couple of people who have gone in the past four or
five years have started making consistent professional sales. If you're interested in writing fantasy,
it's not the best place. Clarion West is not real supportive of fantasy; they tend to get into hardware
problems, they tend to obsess ...
LMM: Lots of buckles. Kind of like Michael Jackson. You ~now, hardware. (groans) Never mind!
ct.: One thing I'd like to say, if you intend to start
your own writers' circle, make sure you have a
leader. No leader means nothing gets done. I say
that from experience. People start talking about
other things and you get late starts into actual critiques. It won't work and it won't last without a leader.
T.KELLER: Another really important thing is to
read each other's work ahead of time. to come
prepared - get your homework done. This group
wasn't willing to spend money on xerox copies and
they weren't willing to mail each other's stuff around
so we got there and the first hour was spend passing manuscripts from hand to hand and you're trying
to read about 30 pages of stuff as fast as you can.
people next to you are waiting for it, and you're
trying to write down notes and remember something
coherent to say. It was~
unhelpful.
We got into further discussion of specific groups
and the manner in which they handle material, the
importance of "doing your homework" before going
to writers' meetings and the pros and cons of reading short pieces out loud, recognizing that some
folks speak better than others. We then asked for a
show of hands from participants who had brought
original manuscripts with them; there were lots of
folks and NO super short stories and we had just
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mer in Vancouver. You are all invited to participate:
bring 5 or 6 copies of a short story (or 5-6 copies of
poems) with a blank comment sheet attached to
each copy. Hopefully there will be a dedicated
"writers' room" where we can leave manuscripts
and follow a procedure similar to last year's successful workshop.
The conference is also sponsoring a small,
closed-session writers' workshop with two or three
professional authors to provide individual critiques.
Story length is a maximum of 5,000 words. Because
of the speed with which Mythcon XX _is approaching, if you are interested in this closed session
workshop, please telephone Eileen Kernaghan at
(604) 435-6500 to query whether space is still available. Five copies of the manuscript, typed & doublespaced (near-letter quality dot matrix is acceptable)
with large margins (for comment space) will be required, plus $4.00 to offset the cost of postage.
Mythcon XX Writing Workshop, c/o Neville Books,
5211 Neville Street, Burnaby, B.C. V5J 2H6,
Canada. BE SURE YOU CALL FIRST!

about run through our allotted time. However, the
room was exclusively ours and we didn't need to
clear out for any other panel or event.
Ultimately, this led to our decision to send the
writers out to the many copy shops in Berkeley
where folks made 4-6 copies of their stories. The
stories were then left in the room with a separate
comment sheet attached to each copy and participants were invited to take a story, make written
comments, then bring i back to the room and trade
it in for another story, and so forth. We arranged to
meet after evening programming on the next two
nights; some people would wander in for an hour of
discussion and then wend their way back to the Bardic Circle or other events that caught their fancy. It
worked very well and gave all interested parties a
chance to read as many stories as they liked, taking
as much time as they needed.

We have been invited to have another Mythic
Circle Writers· Roundtable at Mythcon XX this sum-

HORSE AND RIDER
by John Grey
I'd rather ride a white horse
through the heavens
than be cramped
in this rocket ship.
I'd feel part of
the wide wonder of space
as my animal galloped
cross the galaxy,
hooves barely touching
one star
before skipping
onto the next.

Of course,
some day
that same computer
will guide me sat ely
back to earth
whereas the horse
will eventually collapse and die, drop me like a stone
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Instead,
I may as well have
stayed on earth
as some computer
in the bowels of this tub
aims it,
pushes buttons,
flashes lights.
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